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Charity and poor relief in England and Wales, circa 1750-1914* 
 
Bernard Harris, Division of Sociology and Social Policy, School of Social Sciences, 
University of Southampton, Highfield, Southampton SO17 1BJ. 
 
The last twenty years have witnessed a significant change in the historiography of 
charity and philanthropy.1  During the 1970s, Gareth Stedman Jones highlighted the 
way in which organisations like the Charity Organisation Society attempted to use 
FKDULW\WRµUHPRUDOLVH¶WKH/RQGRQSRRUEXWLQWKH0s and 1900s writers such as 
Geoffrey Finlayson and Frank Prochaska offered a much more sympathetic account 
of the contribution which charity was able to make to meeting social needs.2  As a 
result of this work, historians now have a much more nuanced view of the history of 
welfare provision.  As Jane Lewis argued in 1995, µUDWKHUWKDQVHHLQJWKHVWRU\RIWKH
PRGHUQZHOIDUHVWDWHDVDVLPSOHPRYHPHQWIURPLQGLYLGXDOLVPWRFROOHFWLYLVP«LWLV
more accurate to see Britain as always having had a mixed economy of welfare, in 
                                            
*
  I should like to thank Paul Bridgen and Samantha Shave for some extremely helpful 
comments. 
1
  ,Q2OLYH&KHFNODQGDUJXHGWKDWWKHWHUPVµFKDULW\¶DQGµSKLODQWKURS\¶RXJKWWREH
interpreted rather differently, but Frank Prochaska has argued that they can be used 
interchangeably.  See Bernard Harris, The origins of the British welfare state: social welfare in 
England and Wales 1800-1945, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004, pp. 59-60. 
2
  See Gareth Stedman Jones, Outcast London: a study in the relationship between classes in 
Victorian society, Harmondsworth: Penguin, 2nd edition, 1984, pp. 262-80 (first edition 
published 1971); Frank Prochaska, Women and philanthropy in nineteenth-century England, 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980; ibid. The voluntary impulse: philanthropy in modern 
Britain, London: FabHUµ3KLODQWKURS\LQ)0/7KRPSVRQHGThe Cambridge social 
history of Britain, 1750-1950.  Vol. 3, Social agencies and institutions, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1990, pp. 357-94; Geoffrey Finlayson, Citizen, state and social welfare in 
Britain 1830-1990, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994. 
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which the state, the voluntary sector, the family and the market have played 
different parts at different pRLQWVLQWLPH¶.3 
However, as Lewis herself has recognised, it is not enough simply to describe 
the different components of this mixed economy; it is also necessary to explore the 
UHODWLRQVKLSEHWZHHQWKHP,QKHUDUWLFOHRQµWKHERXQGDU\EHWZHHQYROXQWDU\DQG
statutory social service in the late-nineteenth and early-WZHQWLHWKFHQWXULHV¶VKH
explored the different ways in which supporters of the Charity Organisation Society 
and the Guilds of Help conceptualised the relationship between voluntary and 
statutory welfare in the late-Victorian and Edwardian periods.4 This chapter seeks to 
H[WHQG/HZLV¶VDFFRXQWE\H[DPLQLQJWKHUHODWLRQVKLSbetween charity and the poor 
law over the whole of the period between 1750 and 1914.  It begins by examining the 
role played by charity in critiques of the Old Poor Law between 1750 and 1834.  It 
then explores the contribution which charity made to the relief of poverty between 
1834 and 1870.  The final section shows how the relationship between charity and 
VWDWHZHOIDUHFKDQJHGGXULQJWKHµFUXVDGHDJDLQVWRXWGRRUUHOLHI¶DQGWKHVXEVHTXHQW
expansion of state welfare provision between 1870 and 1914. 
 
                                            
3
  Jane Lewis, The voluntary sector, the state and social work in Britain: the Charity 
Organisation Society/Family Welfare Association since 1869, Aldershot: Edward Elgar, 1995, 
p. 3; see also ibid.µ9ROXQWDU\DQGLQIRUPDOZHOIDUH¶LQ5REHUW3DJHDQG5LFKDUG6LOEXUQ
eds., British social welfare in the twentieth century, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 1999, 
pp. 249-70, at p. 249. 
4
  -DQH/HZLVµ7KHERXQGDU\EHWZHHQYROXQWDU\DQGVWDWXWRU\VRFial services in the late-
nineteenth and early-WZHQWLHWKFHQWXULHV¶Historical Journal, 39 (1996), 155-77. 
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1. The campaign for poor law reform 
 
As Paul Slack has shown, both charity and the poor law played significant roles in 
the provision of social welfare in early-modern Britain.  The amounts of money given 
by testators for the relief of the poor rose substantially between 1540 and 1660, and 
these bequests were augmented during the late-seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries by the growth of subscriber charities, which played a key role in the 
development of schools and hospitals.5  However, the provision of welfare by 
individuals and charities existed alongside an expanding system of public relief.  The 
Poor Law Acts of 1597 and 1601 gave the churchwardens and overseers of each 
parish the right to levy a tax, or poor rate, on every inhabitant and occupier of land, 
and mDGHWKHPUHVSRQVLEOHIRUµVHWWLQJWKHSRRURQZRUN¶PDLQWDLQLQJWKRVHZKR
were unable to work, and securing apprenticeships for pauper children.  The cost of 
this system grew rapidly during the second half of the eighteenth century and this 
helped to fuel demands for its reform and, in some cases, abolition.6 
2QHRIWKHUHIRUPHUV¶PDLQFRPSODLQWVZDVWKDWWKHH[LVWLQJV\VWHPRISRRU
UHOLHIPHDQWWKDWµPHQODERXUOHVVDQGVSHQGPRUHDQGWKHYHU\V\VWHPWKDW
                                            
5
  Paul Slack, The English poor law, 1531-1782, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995, 
pp. 42-VHHDOVR-RDQQD,QQHVµ7KH³PL[HGHFRQRP\RIZHOIDUH´LQHDUO\-modern England: 
assessments of the options from Hale to Malthus (c. 1683-¶LQ0DUWLQ'DXQWRQHG
Charity, self-interest and welfare in the English past, London: UCL Press, 1996, 139-80, at 
pp. 147-9; ibid.µ6WDWHFKXUFKDQGYROXntarism in European welfare, 1690-¶LQ+XJK
Cunningham and Joanna Innes, eds., Charity, philanthropy and reform from the 1690s to 
1850, Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1998, pp. 15-65, at pp. 37-8; Steve Hindle, On the parish?  
The micropolitics of poor relief in rural England, 1550-1750, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2004; 
Paul Fideler, Social welfare in preindustrial England, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006. 
6
  Harris, Origins of the British welfare state pp. 40-5. 
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SURYLGHVIRUWKHSRRUPDNHVSRRU¶7  In 1786, the Rector of Pewsey, Joseph 
Townsend, argued that the poor laws weakened hope and destroyed fear ± µWKH
VSULQJVRILQGXVWU\¶± because the poor knew that, if they worked hard, their efforts 
would be used to support others, whereas if they relied on others, µWKH\VKDOOEH
abundantly supplied, not only with food and raiment, but with their accustomed 
OX[XULHVDWWKHH[SHQVHRIRWKHUV¶8  Other writers shared these sentiments.  John 
'DYLVRQDUJXHGWKDWµWKH3RRU/DZVWHOODPDQ>WKDW@KHVKDOOQRWEHUHVSRQVLEle for 
KLVZDQWRIH[HUWLRQIRUHWKRXJKW>RU@VREULHW\¶,9 and James Geldart complained that 
µQRHQFRXUDJHPHQWLVKHOGRXWWRLQGXVWU\VREULHW\RUJRRGEHKDYLRXU¶10  James 
Ridgway thought that the Poor Laws had fuelled the fires of unrest by taking away 
µWhe incitement to industry and good behaviour ± the necessity of providing against 
occasional misfortune and old age, as well as the desire of making a provision for 
WKHVXSSRUWRIDIXWXUHIDPLO\KDVEHHQUHPRYHG¶11 
These critics were not simply concerned with the impact of the Poor Law on 
work incentives; they also felt that the provision of statutory relief undermined the 
proper relationship between poor relief and charity.  In 1633, the poet and divine, 
George Herbert, argued that even though the wealthy should always be willing to 
                                            
7
  Thomas Alcock, Observations on the defects of the poor laws and on the causes and 
consequences of the great increase and burden of the poor, with a proposal for redressing 
these grievances, in a letter to a Member of Parliament, London: R. Baldwin and R. Clements, 
1752, p. 11. 
8
  Joseph Townsend, A dissertation on the poor laws, London: Ridgway, 1817 (2nd edition; 1st 
edition 1786), pp. 14-15. 
9
  John Davison, Considerations on the poor laws, Oxford: University Press, 1818 (2nd edition; 
1st edition 1817), p. 69. 
10
  James Geldart, A short dissertation on the poor laws, with remedies suggested for their evils 
and defects, and a plan for improving the condition of the poor, Cambridge: J. Smith, 1819, p. 
11. 
11
  James Ridgway, General remarks on the state of the poor and poor laws, and the 
circumstances affecting their condition, London: James Ridgway, 1832, pp. 12-13. 
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give charity, the poor did not have an automatic right to receive it.  This meant that 
charity should only be dispensed with discretion, which in turn would help to promote 
social order.12  The expansion of poor relief threatened to undermine this position 
because it encouraged the poor to believe that their right to relief was no longer 
conditional on good behaviour.  As Thomas Alcock FRPSODLQHGLQµWKHSDXSHU
thanks not me for anything he receives.  He has a right to it, so he says, by law, and 
LI,ZRQ¶WJLYHKH¶OOJRWRWKH-XVWLFHDQGFRPSHOPH«7KLVmust of course create a 
good deal of ill-EORRGKDWUHGPXUPXULQJDQGLQGLJQDWLRQRQWKHVLGHRIWKHSD\HU«
DQG«VWLOOPRUHGLVUHVSHFWLQJUDWLWXGHDQGFRQWHPSWRQWKHSDUWRIWKHSDXSHU¶13 
Alcock was not the only contemporary observer who believed that the creation 
RIDQµHQWLWOHPHQWWRZHOIDUH¶ZHDNHQHGWKHQDWXUDOERQGVRIVRFLHW\-RVHSK
7RZQVHQGDUJXHGWKDWµDIL[HGDFHUWDLQDQGDFRQVWDQW«SURYLVLRQIRUWKHSRRU«
tends to destroy the harmony and beauty, the symmetry and order of that system, 
ZKLFK*RGDQGQDWXUHKDYHHVWDEOLVKHGLQWKHZRUOG¶14 and Frederic Morton Eden 
FRQFOXGHGWKDWµWKHFHUWDLQW\RIDOHJDOSURYLVLRQZHDNHQVWKHSULQFLSOHVRIQDWXUDO
affection, and destroys one of the strongest ties of society, by rendering the exercise 
RIGRPHVWLFDQGVRFLDOGXWLHVOHVVQHFHVVDU\¶15  John Davison linked his concerns to 
WKHVSHFLILFTXHVWLRQRIZDJHVXSSOHPHQWDWLRQµWKHODERXUHUUHFNRQVKDOIZLWKKLV
master and half with the overseer.  Towards his master he has neither the zeal nor 
                                            
12
  See Hindle, On the parish, pp. 129-31. 
13
  Alcock, Observations, pp. 13-14. 
14
  Townsend, Dissertation on the poor laws, pp. 40-1. 
15
  Frederic Morton Eden, The state of the poor, London: J. Davis, 3 volumes, 1797, volume 1, p. 
467. 
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the attachment he ought to have to his natural patron and friend; and with his 
SDULVKKHNHHSVXSDGHSHQGHQFHZKLFK«>LV@DWRQFHDEMHFWDQGLQVROHQW¶16 
Although these critics were particularly concerned with the impact of statutory 
relief on the morals of the recipient, they also thought that it was harmful to the giver.  
Thomas Alcock believed that the imposition of a compulsory levy tended to µFURZG
RXW¶YROXQWDU\FKDULW\EHFDXVHµ,¶PREOLJHGWRSD\VRPXFKWRWKHSRRUE\ODZWKDW,
DPQRWRIDELOLW\WREHVWRZLQYROXQWDU\FRQWULEXWLRQV¶DQGKHZHQWRQWRH[SUHVV
FRQFHUQWKDWµWKLVFKHFNVDQGZHDNHQVWKHFKDULWDEOHSULQFLSOHZLWKLQDQGWKLV
principle, by not being exercised «JURZVZHDNHUDQGZHDNHUDQGLQWLPH
SHUKDSVLVTXLWHH[WLQJXLVKHG¶17  However, not all authors shared this pessimism.  
)UHGHULF(GHQZULWLQJIRXUGHFDGHVODWHUWKRXJKWWKDWµWKHQXPHURXVDSSHDOVHYHQ
from impostors, which are made to the feelings of the humane and charitable, are a 
VXIILFLHQWSURRIWKDWYROXQWDU\FKDULW\IORZVLQWRRFRSLRXVDVWUHDP«LIWKHUHLVD
defect in British benevolence, it is, that it is WRRXQERXQGHGDQGLQGLVFULPLQDWH¶18 
Despite these differences, most commentators agreed that there was more 
virtue in voluntary charity than there was in a compulsory levy.  Alcock argued that 
µDOOYLUWXHPXVWEHIUHHLI\RXIRUFHFKDULW\ [sic.]\RXGHVWUR\KHU¶DQGWKDWµDVFKDULW\
is said to cover a multitude of sins, a Christian by being forced to it, may think 
KLPVHOIGHSULYHGRIWKHEOHVVLQJRILW¶19  Eden quotHG(GPXQG%XUNH¶VFRPPHQWVRQ
WKH&KXUFKLQVXSSRUWRIKLVYLHZWKDWµLWLVEHWWHUWRFKHULVKYLUWXHDQGKXPDQLW\E\
OHDYLQJPXFKWRIUHHZLOO«WKDQWRDWWHPSWWRPDNHPHQmere machines and 
                                            
16
  Davison, Considerations, p. 58. 
17
  Alcock, Observations, pp. 11-12. 
18
  Eden, State of the poor, vol. 1, p. 458. 
19
  Alcock, Observations, p. 11. 
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LQVWUXPHQWVRIDSROLWLFDOEHQHYROHQFH¶20 DQG-RKQ'DYLVRQFRQFOXGHGWKDWµWKH
rich have been great losers, on their side, by the general substitution of a legal 
impost, for the natural cultivation of their own living, active and discriminating 
YLUWXH¶21  The Scottish Evangelical, Thomas Chalmers, expressed a similar view 
ZKHQKHFODLPHGWKDWWKHWHQGHUQHVVDQGGHOLFDF\RIFKDULW\µKDYHEHHQSXWWRIOLJKW
E\WKLVPHWDPRUSKRVLVRIDPDWWHURIORYH¶LQWRRQHRIµDQJU\OLWLJDWLRQ¶22 
In view of these sentiments, it is not surprising that many contemporaries 
EHOLHYHGWKDWFKDULW\FRXOGSOD\DQLPSRUWDQWUROHLQKHOSLQJWRµOLIW¶SRRUSHRSOHRII
ZKDWPLJKWQRZEHUHJDUGHGDVWKHLUµGHSHQGHQF\¶RQSRRUUHOLHI'XULQJWKHV
Arthur Young published a series of accounts of charitable relief schemes in the 
Annals of Agriculture.  John Critchley described a scheme which had been 
LQWURGXFHGLQ5XWODQGLQWRµSURPRW>H@LQGXVWU\DPRQJVWWKHFKLOGUHQRIWKH
ODERXUHUV¶7KHVFKHPHZDVILQDQFHGE\a combination of parish payments and 
individual subscriptions, and provided work opportunities to the children of poor 
IDPLOLHV7KHFKLOGUHQZKRµSURGXFHGWKHJUHDWHVWTXDQWLW\RIZRUNRIGLIIHUHQWNLQGV
DQGRIWKHEHVWTXDOLW\¶UHFHLYHGVPDOOSUHPLXPV, and premiums were also offered to 
young people who entered apprenticeships or went into service, and to day-
ODERXUHUVZKRKDGEURXJKWXSIRXURUPRUHFKLOGUHQµERUQLQZHGORFN¶WRWKHDJHRI
fourteen years without recourse to the parish.23  A rather different scheme was 
introduced in the parish of Long Newton in 1800.  This scheme offered 32 families 
                                            
20
  Eden, State of the poor, p. 467. 
21
  Davison, Considerations on the poor laws, p. 118. 
22
  Boyd Hilton, The age of atonement: the influence of Evangelicalism on social and economic 
thought, 1795-1865, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988, p. 101. 
23
  -RKQ&ULWFKOH\µ0DQDJHPHQWRIWKHSRRULQ5XWODQGVKLUH¶Annals of Agriculture, vol. 22 
(1794), pp. 416-26. 
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the opportunity to become tenant-farmers in return for an agreement to forego any 
future entitlement to poor relief.  If a family was obliged to apply for relief (other than 
medical relief), the tenancy was forfeited.24 
Although these scheme were designed, in part, to supplement the Poor Law, 
many writers argued that the scope of poor relief should either be restricted, or 
curtailed altogether, and replaced by voluntary provision.  John Davison thought that 
WKH3RRU/DZVKRXOGEHJUDGXDOO\UHGXFHGVRWKDWE\WKHHQGRIWHQ\HDUVµWKHUH
ZRXOGEHDOHJDOUHYHQXHIRUWKHVXSSRUWRIWKHDJHGDQGLQILUP¶DQGDYROXQWDU\
fund for the relief of all other kinds of need, although he conceded that some form of 
VWDWXWRU\UHOLHIPD\VWLOOEHQHFHVVDU\LQµFHUWDLQGHILQLWHFDVHVRIVHYHUHUGLVWUHVV¶25  
Joseph Townsend went further.  In 1786, he called for the poor law to be abolished 
altogether over a ten-year period, and FRQFOXGHGWKDWµWRUHOLHYHWKHSRRUE\
voluntary donations is not only most wise, politic and just; is not only most agreeable 
ERWKWRUHDVRQDQGWRUHYHODWLRQEXW«LVPRVWHIIHFWXDOLQSUHYHQWLQJPLVHU\DQG
PRVWH[FHOOHQWLQLWVHOIDVFKHULVKLQJ«WKH most amiable affections of the human 
EUHDVW¶26 
As these extracts have demonstrated, there was substantial support for the 
YLHZWKDWWKHUHZDVDIXQGDPHQWDOGLIIHUHQFHEHWZHHQWKHµIRUFHG¶FKDULW\RIWKHSRRU
law and the voluntary charity of private philanthropy, and it is clear that many 
contemporaries believed that the balance between them needed to be readjusted, in 
favour of the latter.  However, others believed that some form of public welfare 
                                            
24
  7KRPDV(VWFRXUWµ$QDFFRXQWRIWKHUHVXOWRIDQHIIRUWWREHWWHUWKHFRQGLWLRQRIWKHSRRULQD
FRXQWU\YLOODJH¶Annals of Agriculture, vol. 43 (1804), pp. 1-8. 
25
  Davison, Considerations on the poor laws, p. 121. 
26
  Townsend, Dissertation on the poor laws, p. 107. 
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provision was essential, partly because of the practical obstacles which stood in 
the way of complete abolition, and partly because there was no guarantee that a 
purely voluntary system of social welfare would necessarily be fairer.  In 1795, Capel 
/RIIWDUJXHGWKDWFKDULW\µLVWRRSUHFDULRXVIRUWKHH[WHQWDQGLPportance of the 
REMHFW¶27 DQG-HUHP\%HQWKDPREVHUYHGWKDWFKDULW\µLVIRUPHGHQWLUHO\DWWKH
expense of the most humane, of the most virtuous individuals in the society, often 
ZLWKRXWSURSRUWLRQWRWKHLUPHDQV¶28  The anonymous editor of the second edition of 
-RVHSK7RZQVHQG¶VDissertation on the Poor Laws WKRXJKWWKDWQRWKLQJµcould be 
PRUHXQZLVH«WKDQWRZLWKGUDZZLWKLQVRVKRUWDSHULRGDV«ten years, the whole 
provision on which millions now depend for subsistence¶29  This was possibly one of 
the most important reasons why, when the Royal Commission on the Poor Law sat 
down to begin its investigations in February 1832, it focused its efforts on the reform 
of the poor law, rather than its abolition.30 
 
2. Charity under the New Poor Law 
 
Although the Poor Law Amendment Act did not abolish poor relief, it was designed to 
restrict it, and this had significant implications for the role of charity, especially in 
urban areas where the introduction of the New Poor Law had faced initial resistance.  
The increased role played by charity in the relief of poverty has not always received 
                                            
27
  &DSHO/RIIWµ5HOLHIRIWKHSRRU¶Annals of Agriculture, vol. 24 (1795), pp. 559-62, at p. 561. 
28
  John Bowring, ed., The works of Jeremy Bentham, Edinburgh: William Tait, 1843, vol. 1, p. 
315. 
29
  Townsend, Dissertation on the poor laws, p. viii. 
30
  See Harris, Origins of the British welfare state, p. 46. 
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the attention it deserves in debates about the introduction of the New Poor Law,31 
but its significance has emerged quite strongly in a number of local studies. 
It would certainly be wrong to assume that the advent of the New Poor Law 
led automatically to an increase in charitable subventions.  According to William 
Apfel and Peter Dunkley, the Assistant Poor Law Commissioner for Bedfordshire, 
'*$GH\µZDVXQXVXDOO\FRQVFLHQWLRXVLQVFUutinising parish accounts, and by 
KHIHOWDEOHWRDVVXUH6RPHUVHW+RXVHWKDWWKHSDURFKLDOXVHRI³SULYDWH
VXEVFULSWLRQV´WRFLUFXPYHQWWKHILQDQFLDOGHPDQGVRIWKH%RDUGVRI*XDUGLDQVZDV
QRORQJHUWREHIRXQGLQWKHFRXQW\¶32  However, there is considerable evidence to 
suggest that the introduction of new restrictions on the distribution of poor relief did 
lead to the increased use of charitable resources in other parts of the country. 
In Carlisle, the Poor Law Commission began the process of introducing the 
New Poor Law in the late-1830s, but the new regime faced its first real test when 
UHFHVVLRQKLWWKHWRZQ¶VWH[WLOHLQGXVWU\LQWKHVSULQJRIZHDYHUVZHUH
placed on short-time work and the Guardians saw little alternative but to revert to the 
WUDGLWLRQDOSROLF\RIVXEVLGLVLQJWKHZHDYHUV¶UHGXFHGZDJHVIURPWKHSRRUUDWH
However, the Assistant Commissioner for Cumbria, Sir John Walsham, persuaded 
WKH%RDUGWRDEDQGRQWKLVSROLF\LQIDYRXURIDVWULFWHUDSSOLFDWLRQRIWKHµSULQFLSOHVRI
¶$OWKRXJKWKHZRUNKRXVHWHVWZDVQRWDSSOLHGIRUPDOO\DSSOLFDQWVIRUUHOLHI
had to submit to an outdoor labour test, and relief was only granted to men who were 
wholly unemployed. 
                                            
31
  6HHDOVRWKHFRPPHQWVE\3HWHU6HDUE\LQ3HWHU6HDUE\µ7KHUHOLHIRIWKHSRRULQ&RYHQWU\
1830-¶Historical Journal, 20 (1977), pp. 345-61, at p. 346. 
32
  :LOOLDP$SIHODQG3HWHU'XQNOH\µ(QJOLVKUXUDOVRFLHW\DQGWKH1HZ3RRU/DZ%HGIRUGVKLUH
1834-¶Social History, 10 (1985), 37-DWSµ6RPHUVHW+RXVH¶ZDVWKHSK\VLFDO
location of the headquarters of the Poor Law Commission. 
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As R.N. Thompson has pointed out, this policy may have achieved the 
desired effect of reducing the poor rate, but only at the expense of increasing the 
hardship experienced by the weavers and their families.  In the autumn of 1841, a 
detailed survey was carried out and this led to the establishment of a local 
mendicancy soFLHW\µZLWKWKHSXUSRVHRIUDLVLQJDVXEVFULSWLRQIURPWKHSXEOLFDQG
GLVWULEXWLQJWKHSURFHHGVWRWKHQHHG\¶7KHUHZDVOLWWOHFRPPRQPHPEHUVKLS
between the Board of Guardians and the mendicancy society but they were both 
drawn from the same local eliteDQGDMRLQWFRPPLWWHHZDVVHWXSµWRSODQDQG
FRRUGLQDWHWKHLUUHVSHFWLYHVSKHUHVRIDFWLYLW\¶33 
Although Thompson argued that that the establishment of the mendicancy 
society, and that of similar committees formed in Carlisle in the 1850s and 1860s, 
µUHpresented a spontaneous but conscious effort by the local community to evade the 
restrictions of tKHRIILFLDOSRRUUHOLHISROLF\¶ it was not inconsistent with the aims of 
some of the early poor-law reformers.  34  Although the Poor Law authorities were 
oblLJHGWRJLYHUHOLHIWRDOOWKRVHZKRPHWWKHLUµWHVWRIGHVWLWXWLRQ¶WKHPHQGLFDQF\
society was able to award relief to applicants on the basis that they were either 
µGHVHUYLQJ¶RUµXQGHVHUYLQJ¶35  This was precisely the kind of discretionary approach 
to the relief of poverty which the critics of the Old Poor Law had been seeking to 
encourage when they advocated an enhanced role for charity before 1834. 
Although the Poor Law Amendment Act was designed to lay the foundations 
for the development of a more uniform set of relief policies throughout England and 
                                            
33
  R.N. 7KRPSVRQµ7KHZRUNLQJRIWKH3RRU/DZ$PHQGPHQW$FWLQ&XPEULD-¶
Northern History, 15 (1979), 117-37, at p. 122. 
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  Ibid.. 
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  Ibid., p. 123. 
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Wales, it failed to give the Poor Law Commissioners a clear set of powers in 
relation to those areas which were already covered by local Acts.  One such area 
was Coventry, in the east Midlands, which received considerable amounts of advice 
and pressure from the central Commissioners, but was not directly controlled by 
them.  However, the city was brought under the authority of the Commission in 1842, 
DQGE\µWKHXQLWHGSDULVKHVKDGEHHQEURXJKWDVILUmly under the control of the 
3RRU/DZ&RPPLVVLRQDVDQ\RUGLQDU\XQLRQ¶36  The establishment of the new 
regime was accompanied by the virtual elimination of the payment of wage subsidies 
and a significant reduction in the number of families receiving poor relief. 
The impact of the New Poor Law in Coventry meant that a greater burden was 
QRZSODFHGRQWKHSURYLVLRQRIFKDULWDEOHUHOLHI$FFRUGLQJWR3HWHU6HDUE\µDVWKH
amount spent on statutory relief fell, the charities became relatively more important 
still.  In no year between 1847 and 1860 did the cost of statutory outdoor relief reach 
£2000, and in 1853 it amounted to £800 only, while the most effective dole charities 
± the five controlled by the general charities trustees ± alone disposed of £550 a 
yHDU¶37  These sums were supplemented by special appeals during periods of 
particular need.  More than £1000 was raised in the winter of 1847/8, and similar 
amounts were distributed in 1855 and the winter of 1857-8.  However, when the 
FLW\¶VZHDYHUVZHQWRQ strike in protest against planned cuts in wages in the spring of 
1860, only £390 was forthcoming.38 
As Searby has pointed out, the much smaller amounts of money which were 
donated in the spring of 1860 illustrated the limits of mid-Victorian paternalism, but 
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the relief funds were reopened in the autumn, after wages had been cut and the 
strike defeated.  On this occasion, local funds proved quite inadequate and a 
national appeal was launched.  This new appeal raised over £41,000, including 
donations from the Queen and from schools all over the country, but the funds were 
largely exhausted by the spring of 1862, and a second appeal had to be issued.  
This appeal raised a further £11,800, and the money was spent during the winter of 
1862-3.39 
Charity also played a critical role in the relief of distress in the Lancashire 
cotton districts.  +0%RRWIRXQGWKDWµWKHDYHUDJHODJEHWZHHQEHFRPLQJ
XQHPSOR\HGDQGUHFHLYLQJ>SRRU@UHOLHI¶LQWKHODWH-VµZDVDVORQJDVVL[ZHHNV¶
and that many individuals must have held out for much longer.  He argued that their 
DELOLW\WRGRVRµDWWHVWVWRWKHGHSWKRISULYDWHDQGFRPPXQDOUHVRXUFHVWKH\FRXOG
resort to in times of distress, their hostility to the poor law, and the depth of poverty 
reached before they obtained reliHIIURPWKHSRRUODZDXWKRULWLHV¶40  Lynne Kiesling 
drew similar conclusions from her study of the relationship between unemployment 
and poor relief in the same areas during the cotton famine of the early-VµWKH
creation of local private relief commitWHHV«HQDEOHGPDQ\XQHPSOR\HGZRUNHUVWR
DYRLGSXEOLFUHOLHIHQWLUHO\«>$OWKRXJK@WKHSULYDWHUHOLHIFRPPLWWHHVGLGQRWEHJLQ
giving relief until mid-1862, [b]y early-WKHLUH[SHQGLWXUH«IDURXWSDFHGSXEOLF
expenditure, reflecting both supply and dHPDQGFRQVWUDLQWV¶41 
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,QIDFW.LHVOLQJ¶VDFFRXQWmay be slightly misleading.  On 12 May 1862, the 
Poor Law Board instructed H.B. Farnall to visit the cotton districts in order to 
DVFHUWDLQµWKHPDQQHUDQGIRUPLQZKLFKWKHSRRUDUHHLWKHUUHOLHYHGRXWRIWhe poor 
UDWHVRU«E\SULYDWHVXEVFULSWLRQV¶DQGKHFRPSLOHGDVHULHVRIUHSRUWVRYHUWKH
next six weeks.  Special relief funds had already been set up in Preston, Blackburn 
and Ashton, and more than £10,000 had been distributed by the time of his visit; he 
also noted that a further £2888 had been distributed in the borough of Stockport 
(encompassing the townships of Stockport, Heaton Norris, Brinnington, Cheadle 
Bulkeley and Cheadle Moseley), and that £45 had been distributed in the township of 
Hyde within the previous week.42  In December 1862, when the total number of 
paupers throughout the cotton district reached its peak, 271,983 individuals (out of a 
combined population of 1,984,955) were dependent on statutory relief and a further 
236,310 people received assistance from local charity committees.  The amount 
expended by the local Boards of Guardians on outdoor relief during the week ending 
6 December 1862 was £18,728, whereas the amount expended by local charity 
committees in the week ending 27 December was £24,743.43 
These accounts suggest that charity was likely to play a particularly important 
role in the relief of poverty during periods of exceptional hardship, but how significant 
ZDVFKDULW\GXULQJµQRUPDO¶SHULRGV"'HUHN)UDVHUDUJXHGWKDWµWKH3Ror Law was 
FDWHULQJIRURQO\DPLQRUSDUWRIWKHGHPRQVWUDEOHQHHGLQ9LFWRULDQ(QJODQG¶44 and 
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(OOHQ5RVVKDVFODLPHGWKDWµLQWKHVHOHHPRV\QDU\FRQWULEXWLRQVZHUH
JUHDWHUE\IDUWKHZKROHQDWLRQDOH[SHQGLWXUHRQSRRUUHOLHI¶45  Norman McCord also 
claimed that despite the problems involved in estimating the extent of charitable 
GRQDWLRQVµLWLVYHU\FOHDUWKDWXQRIILFLDOIDURXWZHLJKHGRIILFLDOH[HUWLRQ¶46  However, 
these statements assume that even if the poor law authorities and charity 
organisations were not necessarily relieving the same people, they were directed 
towards the same ends.  As Robert Humphreys argued in 1995, µLIUHIHUHQFHWRWKH
charitable generosity of the Victorians includes the vast amounts of capital used to 
build the public edifices that mushroomed in nineteenth-century Britain, this would 
have little bearing on the provision of direct financial relief to the poor in the sense of 
SURYLGLQJDQDOWHUQDWLYHWRSRRUODZRXWGRRUGROHV¶47 
One of the most intractable problems facing the historian who wishes to 
estimate the extent of charitable support in the nineteenth century is the fact that a 
great deal of charitable activity took place on an informal basis and was unlikely to 
be recorded.  This is particularly true of what several authors have described as the 
µFKDULW\RIWKHSRRUWRWKHSRRU¶48 but may also have been true of other kinds of 
charity as well.  During the 1890s and early-1900s, Jack Lanigan and his brother 
obtained a bowl of soup and a chunk of bread every day for lunch from the local 
SROLFHVWDWLRQDQG$OLFH)ROH\UHFDOOHGKRZWKHORFDOSULHVW&DQRQ%XUNHµVWXIIHG
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VRPHIRRGWLFNHWV¶LQWRKHUVLVWHU¶VKDQGVµWRKHOSWLGHWKHIDPLO\RYHUDFUXHO
&KULVWPDV¶49  It is very difficult to know the extent to which incidents of this kind are 
likely to have found their way into the tables of official charity statistics. 
Instead of examining the records left by charity organisations and committees, 
some authors have attempted to use household budget surveys to assess the extent 
to which working-class families supplemented their incomes with charitable 
donations, but this evidence is also difficult to interpret.  In 1887, the Paddington 
District Nursing Association examined the household budgets of 923 families in 
which a main earner was ill, but only a few were surviving on charitable donations, 
and the authors of a second survey, focusing on the families of unemployed men in 
the same year, found that only one household in eight was receiving assistance from 
the parish, benefit club or charitable relief.  However, as Ellen Ross has pointed out, 
such surveys are very likely to underestimate the extent to which poor families were 
UHFHLYLQJFKDULWDEOHDVVLVWDQFHµLQYHVWLJDWRUVQRUPDOO\DVNHGRQO\DERXWHDUQLQJVLQ
the form of wages, buWFKDULWLHV«JHQHUDOO\GROHGRXWJRRGVLQNLQG¶50 
One contemporary investigator who did attempt to estimate the extent of 
charitable provision was Charles Booth.  In 1892 he published the results of an 
enquiry into the incomes of 9125 people over the age of sixty-five in living 262 rural 
parishes across the country.  He found that 2008 individuals received some support 
from the Poor Law and that 2304 were either partly or wholly dependent on their 
relatives, but the extent of charitable support should not be underestimated.  Even 
though only 112 individuals (1.3%) were wholly dependent on charity, a further 1552 
                                            
49
  John Burnett, ed., Destiny obscure: autobiographies of childhood, education and family from 
the 1820s to the 1920s, London: Allen Lane, 1982, pp. 88, 92. 
50
  5RVVµ+XQJU\FKLOGUHQ¶S 
 45 
(17%) used charity to supplement the income they obtained from other sources 
(see Table 2.1).51 
Table 2.1.  Sources of maintenance among elderly people in 262 rural parishes in 
1892. 
 
 Number % 
Parish only 458 5.02 
Parish & charity 469 5.14 
Parish & relations 462 5.06 
Parish, charity & relations 293 3.21 
Parish & earnings 326 3.57 
Charity only 112 1.23 
Charity & relations 256 2.81 
Charity and earnings 406 4.45 
Charity, relations & earnings 128 1.40 
Relations only 486 5.33 
Relations & earnings 369 4.04 
Relations & means 211 2.31 
Relations, earnings & means 99 1.08 
Earnings only 2,224 24.37 
Earnings and means 692 7.58 
Means only 2,134 23.39 
Total 9,125 100.00 
Source: Charles Booth, The aged poor in England and Wales, London: Macmillan, 
1894, p. 339. 
 
In 1838, James Whishaw published a brief account of the characteristics of 
the endowed charities of Cornwall in the Journal of the London Statistical Society.  
The total number of such charities was 240, with a combined income (in 1836) of 
£3661 2s 9d.  Whishaw calculated that just under half the total amount raised was 
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JLYHQWRFKDULWLHVIRUWKHEHQHILWRIµWKHSRRU¶7KLVLQFOXGHGIRU WKHµSRRUQRW
UHFHLYLQJUHOLHI¶IRUWKHµSRRUJHQHUDOO\¶IRUDOPVKRXVHVDQGDVD
contribution to the poor rate.  Many of these charities failed to discriminate between 
the different categories of poor person and distributed relief in cash and in kind, but 
RWKHUVVSHFLILHGWKDWDVVLVWDQFHVKRXOGRQO\EHJLYHQWRµSRRUODERXUHUV¶WKH
µGHVHUYLQJSRRU¶µSRRUZLGRZV¶WKHµSRRURIJRRGFKDUDFWHU¶DQGWKHµLQGXVWULRXV
SRRU¶DQGRIIHUHGDVVLVWDQFHLQWKHIRUPRIEUHDGRUFORWKLQJ52 
Whishaw published a second paper, on the endowed charities of 
Herefordshire, in the following year.  In 1836, there were 730 charities in 
Herefordshire, with a combined income of £13,153 3s 6d.  The breakdown of 
expenditure was similar to that of Cornwall, but there were some differences.  In 
Cornwall, SHUFHQWRIWRWDOLQFRPHZDVXVHGWRVXSSRUWWKHµSRRUQRWUHFHLYLQJ
UHOLHI¶DQGSHUFHQWZHQWWRFKDULWLHVZKLFKVXSSRUWHGWKHµSRRUJHQHUDOO\¶EXW
in Herefordshire only 3.95 per cent of total income was XVHGWRVXSSRUWWKHµSRRUQRW
UHFHLYLQJUHOLHI¶DQGSHUcent went to charities which supported WKHµSRRU
JHQHUDOO\¶, whilst only 0.37 per cent was used to subsidise the poor rates.  However, 
the biggest differences were those between charities in the city of Hereford and 
those elsewhere in the county.  In 1836, only 1.36 per cent of the money granted to 
FKDULWLHVLQWKHFLW\RI+HUHIRUGZDVXVHGWRVXSSRUWWKHµSRRUQRWUHFHLYLQJUHOLHI¶DQG
DIXUWKHUSHUFHQWZDVXVHGWRVXSSRUWWKHµSRRUJHQHUDOO\¶EXWPRUHWKDQ
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per cent of tRWDOLQFRPHZDVXVHGWRVXSSRUWWKHFLW\¶VHOHYHQDOPVKRXVHVDQG
hospitals (see Table 2.2).53 
It is interesting to compare these figures with those obtained from other urban 
DUHDVODWHULQWKHFHQWXU\0DUWLQ*RUVN\¶Vaccount of the history of the formation of 
%ULVWRO¶VFKDULWLHVVXJJHVWVWKDWDQLQFUHDVLQJSURSRUWLRQRIWKHFKDULWLHVIRUPHGIURP
the 1830s onwards were concerned with moral and religious reform, but his figures 
also demonstrate the problems associated with any attempt to place individual 
charities within clearly-GHILQHGERXQGDULHV)RUH[DPSOH*RUVN\OLVWHGµ'RUFDV
VRFLHWLHV¶XQGHUWKHJHQHUDOKHDGLQJRIµ+HDOWK¶EXWWKH\ZHUHDOVRFRQFHUQHGZLWK
the relief of poverty, and often had a strong religious purpose.54  Similar arguments 
could be made about the large number of soup kitchens and similar activities 
provided by organisations such as the Salvation Army at the end of the nineteenth 
century.  Although these organisations were primarily interested in VDYLQJSHRSOH¶V
souls, they also provided a wide range of social services, including visiting societies, 
SURYLGHQWIXQGVVRXSNLWFKHQVPRWKHUV¶PHHWLQJVFRDODQGFORWKLQJFOXEVEODQNHW
VRFLHWLHVLQIDQWV¶IULHQGVVRFLHWLHVSHQQ\EDQNVDQGPDWHUQLW\Jroups, which were 
GLUHFWO\FRQFHUQHGZLWKSHRSOH¶VPDWHULDOQHHGV.55 
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Table 2.2.  Incomes of the endowed charities of Cornwall and Herefordshire (including the city of Hereford) in 1836. 
 Cornwall Hereford (city) Herefordshire (all) 
 £ % £ % £ % 
Schools and other purposes connected with education 982.61 26.84 140.59 6.82 3,528.61 26.83 
Poor not receiving relief 510.21 13.94 27.93 1.36 519.33 3.95 
Poor generally 523.35 14.29 262.19 12.72 4,364.87 33.18 
Almshouses and hospitalsa 434.94 11.88 1,277.23 61.97 3,771.35 28.67 
Horwell's charityb 147.87 4.04 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 
Apprenticing 52.00 1.42 83.03 4.03 310.97 2.36 
Clergymen (for preaching sermons on particular days) 41.62 1.14 1.05 0.05 55.85 0.42 
Repairs of churches, and otherwise in support of church 
rates) 608.20 16.61 15.80 0.77 117.04 0.89 
Poor rates 352.13 9.62 0.00 0.00 49.20 0.37 
Miscellaneous 8.21 0.22 253.21 12.29 435.96 3.31 
Total 3,661.14 100.00 2,061.04 100.00 13,153.18 100.00 
Notes: a ,Q&RUQZDOOµWKHQXPEHURISRRUZKRDUHZKROO\RULQSDUWPDLQWDLQHGLQDOPVKRXVHV«LV7KH\DUHJHQHUDOO\VHOHFWHGIURPWKDW
FODVVRILQGLJHQWSHUVRQVZKRFRQWULYHWRVXSSRUWWKHPVHOYHVZLWKRXWDVVLVWDQFHIURPWKHSDULVKUDWHV¶,Q+HUHIRUGVKLUHµ70 poor persons are 
wholly or in part maintaineGDQGFORWKHGLQWKHHQGRZHGDOPVKRXVHVRIWKLVFRXQW\¶7KHWRWDOIRU+HUHIRUGVKLUHLQFOXGHGERWKDOPVKRXVHVDQG
hospitals, but no bequests were made to endowed charities for hospitals in Cornwall.  b 7KLVFKDULW\UHFHLYHGDWRWDORIVGµIRU
maiQWDLQLQJDQGFORWKLQJ«VL[SRRUER\V¶,WDOVRUHFHLYHGVWRSD\IRUWKHFRVWRIHPSOR\LQJDVFKRROPDVWHUWRWHDFKWKe boys reading, 
writing and arithmetic, and a further £25 as a contribution to their apprenticeship costs.  The last two sums are shown under separate headings 
in the table. 
6RXUFHV-DPHV:KLVKDZµ(QGRZHGFKDULWLHVLQ&RUQZDOO¶Journal of the Statistical Society of London, vol. 1, no. 3 (July, 1838), pp. 149-53, at 
pp. 151-2; ibid.µ$QDFFRXQWRIWKHHQGRZHGFKDULWLHVLQ+HUHIRUGVKLUH¶Journal of the Statistical Society of London, vol. 2, no. 4 (July, 1839), 
pp. 234-50, at pp. 234-5, 240. 
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Robin Dryburgh has recently examined the role played by charity in the 
relief of poverty in Bolton in the mid-nineteenth century.  His account focuses on the 
WRZQ¶VHQGRZHGDQGDVVRFLDWHGRUVXEVFULSWLRQFKDULWLHVDQGKHFRQFOXGHVWKDW
these organisations played a very minor role in the relief of poverty over the period 
as a whole, even though they made a much larger contribution during periods of 
particular distress.  However, he also recognises that his estimates of charitable 
H[SHQGLWXUHWDNHOLWWOHDFFRXQWRIWKHµXQNQRZDEOHDPRXQWRISULYDWHDOPV-JLYLQJ¶
and that Bolton may not have been typical of other parts of the country.  His 
conclusions on this point are similar to those reached by Keith Gregson in his study 
of charitable activity in the north-east of England later in the century.56 
Some of the most detailed records on charitable income and expenditure 
come from London in the 1850s and 1860s.  In 1862, Sampson Low Jr. published 
details of 640 metropolitan charities with a combined income from dividends and 
voluntary contributions of just over £2.4 million.  His figures suggest that 15 per cent 
of total income was associated with charities which were primarily concerned with 
medical services, 10 per cent with benevolent pension funds and the relief of 
professional groups, and 11 per cent with education and children.  However, the two 
largest categories were both associated with different forms of missionary work: 
15.09 per cent of all funds belonged to charities which were engaged in domestic 
missionary work, and 26.06 per cent with charities engaged in missionary work 
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1914, Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1985, pp. 94-131, at p. 122. 
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overseas.  Similar findings were also reported by George Hicks when he analysed 
the records of 364 London charities seven years later.57 
7KHVHILJXUHVXQGHUOLQHWKHLPSRUWDQFHRI+XPSKUH\V¶ZDUQLQJVDERXWWKH
need to avoid facile comparisons between the sums raised by voluntary charities and 
those distributed by the Poor Law, but it would also be wrong to underestimate the 
extent to which charity was being used to address genuine social needs.  In 1869 
+LFNVFRPPHQWHGWKDWµLWZLOOQRWSDVVXQREVHUYHG«WKDWWKHQDPHVRIVRPHRIRXU
charities seem to speak for themselves of the LQHIILFLHQF\RIWKH3RRU/DZ«6XFK
for instance, as those for homeless men, houseless men, refuges for the destitute, 
DQGRWKHUV¶(YHQWKRXJKWKHVHRUJDQLVDWLRQVRQO\DFFRXQWHGIRUDUHODWLYHO\VPDOO
proportion of total charitable revenue, this did not prevent him from concluding that 
µWKHUHZLOODOZD\VEHODUJHVFRSHIRULQGLYLGXDOFKDULW\>RXWVLGHWKH3RRU/DZ@EXWDW
SUHVHQWWKHSXEOLFLQVWHDGRIVXSSOHPHQWLQJ«WKH3RRU/DZ«LVGRLQJWKHZRUNRI
WKH3RRU/DZLWVHOI¶58 
It is also important to recognise that neither Hicks nor Low believed that their 
analyses were exhaustive.  When Low published the first edition of his survey in 
KHH[SODLQHGWKDWµWKLVVXPPDU\GRHVQRWLQFOXGHORFDOFKDULWLHVRUWKH
charities in the gift of the corporate cRPSDQLHVHWF¶59 DQG+LFNVH[SODLQHGWKDWµWKH
SUHYDLOLQJDEVHQFHRIXQLIRUPLW\¶DQGWKHµPDQ\KLJKO\-objectionable ways of 
SUHSDULQJWKHLUEDODQFHVKHHWV¶PHDQWWKDWWKHUHFRUGVRIPDQ\FKDULWDEOH
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RUJDQLVDWLRQVµ>ODFNHG@WKHYDOXHZKLFKZRXOGRWKHUZLVHEHORQJWRWKHP¶60  In 
1869, Thomas Hawksley attempted to overcome these deficiencies by conducting 
KLVRZQDQDO\VLVRIWKHFDSLWDO¶VFKDULWDEOHRUJDQLVDWLRQV+HHVWLPDWHGWKDWWKHWRWDO
LQFRPHRIWKHFLW\¶VUHJLVWHUHGFKDULWLHVZDVPLOOLRQRIZKLFK£4 million was 
spent in the capital itself.  Approximately £630,000 was spent by charities concerned 
ZLWKWKHUHOLHIRIGLVHDVHPLOOLRQRQµWKHRUGLQDU\QHFHVVDULHVRIOLIH¶DQGD
VLPLODUDPRXQWRQµHGXFDWLRQDOPRUDODQGUHOLJLRXVSXUSRVHV¶+RZHYer, he also 
DUJXHGWKDWWKHVHILJXUHVIDLOHGWRWDNHDFFRXQWRIZKDWKHFDOOHGµWKHEHQHIDFWLRQVRI
WKHFKDULWDEOHDQGWKHUHOLJLRXV¶WKHGRQDWLRQVPDGHE\µWKHFRPSDVVLRQDWHWKH
weak-PLQGHGDQGWKHWKRXJKWOHVV¶WKHIXQGVGLVWULEXWHGE\WKH0HQGLFLW\6Rciety, 
WKRVHDXWKRULVHGE\PDJLVWUDWHV¶FRXUWVDQGWKRVHGLVWULEXWHGE\ORFDODQGSDURFKLDO
funds.  When these figures were added to the equation, he estimated that the total 
value of the funds distributed within the capital was at least £5.6 million.61 
 
3. The ideology of charity in the later-nineteenth century 
 
$OWKRXJK*HRUJH+LFNVEHOLHYHGWKDWFKDULWLHVZHUHµGRLQJWKHZRUNRIWKH3RRU/DZ¶
this did not mean that mid-Victorian philanthropists wanted the state to relieve them 
of their responsibilities.  AV6DPSVRQ/RZDUJXHGLQWKRVHZKRµORRNXSRQ
charity merely as an economical resource, and who conceive that it ought to be 
GLVSHQVHGZLWKLQIDYRXURIUDWHVRIVKLOOLQJVDQGSHQFHLQWKHSRXQG¶ZHUHµIRUJHWWLQJ
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that this would destroy all opportunity for generous impulse and active faith, 
ZLWKRXWHQVXULQJWKHH[HUFLVHRIRQHZKLWPRUHMXGJHPHQW¶62  Even the Charity 
OrganLVDWLRQ6RFLHW\EHOLHYHGWKDWµQo Christian society can exist unless there is a 
sphere for mutual sympathy, and mutual love, as well DVMXVWLFH¶63 
However, it was one thing to argue that charity should provide an opportunity 
for the exercise of judgement and discretion; another to believe that these qualities 
were being reflected in the way in which charity was currently being dispensed.  
During the 1860s, there was increasing disquiet about the µXQV\VWHPDWLFDQG
LQGLVFULPLQDWHZD\¶LQZKLFKPDQ\FKDULWLHVRSHUDWHGand a growing army of critics 
complained that the proliferation of charities was FUHDWLQJDQHZIRUPRIµZHOIDUH
dependence¶64  In the first place, they complained that too many charities (and too 
many individuals) were dispensing charity without proper investigation or judgement; 
and, second, that their failure to coordinate their efforts with other charities led to 
unacceptaEOHOHYHOVRIZKDW/\QQ/HHVKDVFDOOHGµGRXEOH- or even triple-GLSSLQJ¶65 
These ideas were reflected in the development of a number of organisations 
designed to render charity more discriminating and more effective.  These 
organisations included the Society for the Relief of Distress, founded in London in 
1860; the Liverpool Central Relief Society (1863); and the Society for Improving the 
Condition of the Poor in Edinburgh, in 1867.  However, the most important 
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organisation was the Society for Organising Charity and Repressing Mendicity, or 
Charity Organisation Society, which was founded in London in 1869.66 
As its full title suggests, the COS was concerned both to organise charity and 
WRµUHSUHVVPHQGLFLW\¶.  It established a network of District Committees which, as 
David Owen has explained, were designed to be broadly coterminous with the 
FDSLWDO¶V3RRU/DZ8QLRQV:LWKLQHDFKGLVWULFWWKH6RFLHW\DLPHGWRFRRUGLQDWHWKH
work of local charities and to ensure that no applicants received relief until their 
circumstances had been thoroughly investigated.67  It also laid down strict conditions 
IRUWKHJUDQWLQJRIUHOLHI$SSOLFDQWVZHUHRQO\FRQVLGHUHGHOLJLEOHLIWKH\ZHUHµGRLQJ
DOOWKH\FDQWRKHOSWKHPVHOYHV¶DQGLIWKH\ZHUHWKHNLQGRISHRSOHIRUZKRP
µWHPSRUDU\DVVLVWDQFHLVOLNHO\WRSURYHDODVWLQJEHQHILW¶3HUVRQVµZKRKDYHWKURZQ
themselves out of employment through their own fault ought not to count upon being 
KHOSHGE\FKDULW\¶DQGWKRVHµRIGUXQNHQLPPRUDORULGOHKDELWV¶VKRXOGRQO\H[SHFW
to UHFHLYHDVVLVWDQFHLIµWKH\FDQVDWLVI\WKH&RPPLWWHHWKDWWKH\DUHUHDOO\WU\LQJWR
UHIRUP¶68 
The Society also aspired to play a key role in coordinating the relationship 
between charities and the Poor Law.  In November 1869, the President of the Poor 
LaZ%RDUG*HRUJH*RVFKHQLVVXHGDIDPRXVµ0LQXWH¶LQZKLFKKHFODLPHGWKDW
there had been a considerable increase in the number of outdoor paupers in London, 
and this increase had been particularly marked in areas where charities were also 
known to operate+HDUJXHGWKDWWKHµLQGLVFULPLQDWHGLVWULEXWLRQRIFKDULWDEOHIXQGV¶
                                            
66
  Kathleen Woodroofe, From charity to social work in England and the United States, London: 
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1962, pp. 25-8; Owen, English philanthropy, pp. 218-21.  See 
DOVR5REHUWVµ&KDULW\GLVHVWDEOLVKHG"¶ 
67
  Owen, English philanthropy, pp. 222-3. 
68
  Woodroofe, From charity to social work, p. 41. 
 54 
WHQGHGWRLQFUHDVHUDWKHUWKDQGHFUHDVHWKHGHPDQGIRUSXEOLFUHOLHIDQGWKDWµLW
DSSHDUVWREHDPDWWHURIHVVHQWLDOLPSRUWDQFH«WREULQJWKHDXWKRULWLHV
administering the Poor Laws and those who administer charitable funds to as clear 
an understanding as possible, so as to avoid the double distribution of relief to the 
VDPHSHUVRQVDQG«VHFXUH«WKHPRVWHIIHFWLYHXVH«RIWKHODUJHVXPV
habitually contributed by the public towards relieving such cases as the Poor Law 
FDQVFDUFHO\UHDFK¶69 
Goschen believed that there ought to be a much stricter division of labour 
between the Poor Law and private charity.  He argued that the Poor Law authorities 
should confine their attention to the relief of destitution, for which they had a legal 
responsibility, and that charities should confine their attention to the relief of those 
who were not already destitute.  He also argued that there was no justification for 
charitable organisations to assist those who were already receiving poor relief, since 
the Poor Law authorities were obliged to ensure that the relief which they provided 
was itself µDGHTXDWH¶  ,IFKDULWLHVGLGZLVKWRµLQWHUSRVH¶LQVXFKFDVHVµWKH\VKRXOG
confine their assistance to donations of bedding and clothing, or any similar articles 
ZKLFKWKH*XDUGLDQVPD\QRWFRQVLGHUWKHPVHOYHVERXQGWRSURYLGH«DQGZKLFK
FDQEHHDVLO\GLVWLQJXLVKHGIURPRWKHUUHOLHI¶70 
Although the responsibilities of the Poor Law Board were transferred to the 
Local Government Board in 1871, the Goschen Minute helped to lay the foundations 
for a more far-reaching change in poor law policy during the 1870s.  In December 
1871, the Local Government Board issued a Circular (no. 20) prohibiting the 
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distribution of outdoor relief to single able-bodied men and women, to women 
whose husbands had deserted them for less than twelve months, and to able-bodied 
widows with only a single dependent child.  It said that outdoor relief should only be 
given to applicants after they had been visited by a Relieving Officer, and should be 
granted for no more than three months.  7KHLQWURGXFWLRQRIWKLVµFUXVDGH¶DJDLQVW
outdoor relief led to a sharp reduction in the number of people receiving poor relief 
outside the workhouse.  Between 1871 and 1880, the total QXPEHURIµRXWGRRU
SDXSHUV¶ fell by more than 268,000, and the number of adult women and children 
H[FOXGLQJµOXQDWLFVLQVDQHSHUVRQVDQGLGLRWV¶UHFHLYLQJRXWGRRUUHOLHIIHOOE\QHDUO\
218,000.71 
During the 1870s, branches of the Charity Organisation Society were set up in 
PDQ\SDUWVRI%ULWDLQDQGLQRWKHUFDVHVORFDOµFKDULW\RUJDQLVDWLRQVRFLHWLHV¶ZHUH
HVWDEOLVKHGZKLFKµFRUUHVSRQGHG¶ZLWKWKH/RQGRQVRFLHW\ZKLOVWUHPDLQLQJ
independent of it.72  These organisations have often been cited as evidence of the 
popularity of COS thinking during this period.  However, other writers have 
highlighted the tensions which existed between the London society and its provincial 
offshoots, and the limited extent to which they were able to exercise a dominant 
influence on the development of both local charities and poor law policy.73 
One of the main ways in which the COS sought to increase its influence was 
by campaigning actively to ensure that its supporters were elected as members of 
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local Boards of Guardians.  In 1875, a branch of the COS was set up in 
Southampton by a local Poor Law Medical Officer, Dr Richard Griffin, who claimed 
that the way in which the Poor Law was administered by the Southampton Board of 
Guardians meant that it ZDVOLWWOHPRUHWKDQDµV\VWHPRISDXSHUEUHHGLQJ¶74  During 
the next few years, a Deputy President of the Southampton COS, George Lungley, 
was elected to chair the local Board of Guardians, and John Hill, a COS member, 
held the post of Relieving Officer from 1877 to 1890.  These appointments helped 
the &26WREHFRPHµWKHVWURQJHVWIRUFHIRUVWULFW3RRU/DZHQIRUFHPHQW¶LQWKHFLW\
during this period.75 
However, although the COS achieved some success in its efforts to change 
the broad direction of poor law policy in areas such as Southampton, it failed to 
achieve the closer working relationship which was an integral part of national COS 
policy.  ,Q2[IRUGDOWKRXJKWKHORFDO%RDUGRI*XDUGLDQVVKDUHGWKH6RFLHW\¶V
commitment to the crusade against outdoor relLHIµLWWRRNDERXWWHQ\HDUVWRGHYHORS
much liaison between the two agencies involving more than a semblance of 
coordinated action but even this was QHYHU³IRUPXODWHG´¶76  In South Shields, there 
DSSHDUVWRKDYHEHHQµQRYLWDOFRRSHUDWLRQEHWZHHQWKH6RFiety and the Guardians 
DQGWKHQXPHURXVUHJLRQDOSRRUODZVRXUFHV«SURYLGHQRHYLGHQFHRIVXFKDFWLYLW\¶, 
DQGWKH5HYHUHQG&DPSLRQ0DFNJLOORI&UR\GRQ&26µGLGQRWVHH³PXFKFKDQFHRI
RXU6RFLHW\ZRUNLQJZLWKWKH%RDUGRI*XDUGLDQV´¶77  Although there were some 
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examples of closer cooperation, they were comparatively rare.  In West 
Hartlepool, the two organisations worked closely with each other during the 1890s, 
DQGLQWKH*XDUGLDQVDJUHHGWRPDNHDFRQWULEXWLRQWRWKH6RFLHW\¶VIXQGV, but 
there was little evidence to suggest that this degree of cooperation was replicated 
elsewhere in the north-east.78 
7KH6RFLHW\¶Vefforts to forge closer links with Boards of Guardians were 
hampered by its failure to establish stronger ties with other charities.  BrighWRQ¶V
&KDULW\2UJDQLVDWLRQ6RFLHW\UHJXODUO\EHPRDQHGLWVµIDLOXUHWRFRQYHUWWKHWRZQ¶V
FKDULWLHV¶DQGLQLWZDVIRUFHGWRDGPLWWKDWµWKHZRUNRIWKH6RFLHW\LVVWLOORQO\
LQLWVLQIDQF\¶,Q90 an editorial in the local newspaper concluded that the 
/HDPLQJWRQ6SD&26ZDVµstill decidedly unpopular and probably not even the 
9LJLODQFH$VVRFLDWLRQH[FLWHVDPRUHJHQHUDOVHQWLPHQWRIPLVWUXVW¶,Q2[IRUG
PHPEHUVRIWKH&26ZHUHFRQILGHQWWKDWWKHµIULJKWIXOFRQGLWLRQRIWKHSRSXODWLRQ¶
could be impURYHGLIWKHLUSULQFLSOHVµZHUHPRUHDFWHGXSRQ¶EXWWKHLUPHHWLQJV
µIDLOHGWRFDOOIRUWKPXFKLQWHUHVW¶DQGZHUHµWKLQO\DWWHQGHG¶5HDGLQJ¶V&KDULW\
2UJDQLVDWLRQ6RFLHW\IDFHGSHUVLVWHQWILQDQFLDOSUREOHPVDQGFRPSODLQHGRIµVRPH
PLVXQGHUVWDQGLQJ¶ZLWK regard to the nature of its work.79 
7KH6RFLHW\¶VFRPSDUDWLYHLVRODWLRQZDVSDUWLFXODUO\DSSDUHQWGXULQJSHULRGV
RIHFRQRPLFFULVLV,Q0DQFKHVWHUµWKHZLOOLQJQHVVRIDVLJQLILFDQWVHFWLRQRIWKH
middle class to give generously and unquestioningly at times of crisis seriously 
undermined the attempt of the poor law authorities and the charity organisers to 
restrict and contain relief-JLYLQJ¶DQGWKH:RRG6WUHHW0LVVLRQDWWUDFWHGSDUWLFXODU
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criticism when it opened its doors to homeless unemployed men in the winter of 
1902/3.80  These complaints echoed the criticisms which the Secretary of the London 
Charity Organisation Society, Charles Stewart Loch, had aimed at the organisers of 
WKH0DQVLRQ+RXVHDSSHDOLQ/RQGRQLQµ+HUHWKHQ6RFLHW\DWODUJHZLWh a 
fund of £78,000 in its hand, became a panic-VWULFNHQSDXSHULVHU«DEOH«WRXQGRLQ
DIHZZHHNV³WKHTXLHWZRUNRI\HDUV´¶81 
One of the main reasons why the COS failed to achieve more prominence 
within the charitable sector was the contrast between its HPSKDVLVRQWKHµVFLHQWLILF¶
nature of charity and the emphasis which others placed on its spontaneity.  Charles 
Loch UHFRJQLVHGWKDWµWKHZRUGV&KDULW\DQG2UJDQLVDWLRQ¶PLJKWDSSHDUWREHµD
FRQWUDGLFWLRQLQWHUPV¶82 but the COS was unable to overcome the hostility which this 
contradiction often evoked.  The µinfluential¶ Reverend Albert Wilberforce told a Poor 
Law conference in Southampton WKDWHYHQWKRXJKKHV\PSDWKLVHGZLWKWKH6RFLHW\¶V
DLPVKHµFRXOGKDUGO\UHJDUGGLVWUHVVLQWKHOLJKWLQZKLFKLWKad been viewed by 
RWKHUVSHDNHUV¶83 and a Birkenhead clergyman doubted whether it would ever be 
SRVVLEOHIRUµKHDYHQ-born charity to pass through the rolling, pressing, squeezing, 
drying process of a vast piece of machinery and still preserve some of the aroma 
DQGIODYRXURILWVGLYLQHRULJLQ¶84  There are at least some similarities between these 
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views and the sentiments expressed by the Vice-Chairman of the Newcastle 
Board of Guardians, William Todd, a few years earlier.  Although he shared the 
&26¶VYLHZthat many charities were poorly-PDQDJHGDQGµDVRXUFHRIHYLO¶, he also 
UHFRJQLVHGWKDWµWKHPRPHQW\RXDGGRUJDQLVDWLRQWR>FKDULW\@« LWVOXVWUH«OLJKW
DQGOLIHDUHJRQH¶+HWKHUHIRUHFRQFOXGHGWKDWWKHRQO\DSSURSULDWHSROLF\ZDVWR
µOHDYHLWWRLWVJODGGHQLQJGHVWLQ\WRFKHULVKDQGFRPIRUWWKHGHVHUYLQJSRRU¶85 
COS traditionalists also found themselves increasingly isolated by changes in 
public welfare provision.  Ironically, one of the first examples of this was triggered by 
legislation passed only a year after the Goschen Minute was issued and a year 
EHIRUHWKHµ&UXVDGHDJDLQVW2XWGRRU5HOLHI¶ZDVIRUPDOO\ODXQFKHG:KHQWKH
Forster Education Act was passed in 1870, School Boards were given the power to 
make education compulsory for children between the ages of five and ten in the 
areas they served, but many parents were unable to afford the fees which the new 
schools charged.  This meant that the School Boards were forced to remit the fees 
charged to the children of parents on low incomes, but even though fee remission 
could be seen as a form of State benefit, it was provided outside the framework of 
the Poor Law and the parents were spared the disabilities which Poor Law provision 
would have implied.86 
The arrangements for remitting school fees were not the only way in which 
changes in social policy affected the relationship between the State and the 
individual.  When Parliament passed the Poor Law Amendment Act in 1834, it was 
primarily concerned with the payment of poor relief and the situation of the able-
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bodied male pauper, and had largely neglected the provision of medical relief, 
even though this had been an important part of the Old Poor Law.87  However, in 
1867 Parliament established a separate administrative authority ± the Metropolitan 
Asylums Board ± to oversee the development of poor law medical services in 
London, and in 1871 the Board took an important step towards the creation of a 
public medical service when it agreed to admit non-pauper patients to the hospitals 
under its control.  This provided an important precedent for the Medical Relief 
(Disqualifications Removal) Act of 1885, which meant that individuals who received 
PHGLFDODVVLVWDQFHIURPWKH3RRU/DZ¶VPHGLFDOVHUYLFHVZHUHQRORQJHUVXEMHFWWR
the same legal penalties which prevented the recipients of non-medical poor relief 
from voting in Parliamentary elections.88 
These changes were primarily concerned with the funding of education and 
the provision of health care, but the period also witnessed changes in attitudes to the 
relief of poverty itself.  The Charity Organisation Society had argued that individuals 
who were in need of assistance but outside the scope of the Poor Law should be 
supported by charity, but there was a growing demand for this assistance to be 
provided, or at least supported, by the State.  In 1886, the President of the Local 
Government Board, Joseph Chamberlain, issued a Circular inviting Boards of 
Guardians and other local authorities to investigate the use of public works to 
SURYLGHWHPSRUDU\UHOLHIWRµDUWisans and others who have hitherto avoided Poor Law 
DVVLVWDQFH¶DQGLQWKH5R\DO&RPPLVVLRQRQWKH$JHG3RRUKLJKOLJKWHGWKH
plight of poor elderly people who were too proud to apply for poor relief.  During the 
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early years of the twentieth century the Liberals introduced a series of measures 
ZKLFKKDYHEHFRPHNQRZQFROOHFWLYHO\DVWKHµ/LEHUDOZHOIDUHUHIRUPV¶,QDGGLWLRQWR
the introduction of free school meals and school medical inspection, they also 
included old-age pensions, unemployment insurance and health insurance.89 
The slow expansion of state welfare had important implications for the 
development of the relationship between charity and the state.  The founders of the 
&KDULW\2UJDQLVDWLRQ6RFLHW\VRXJKWWRGLVWLQJXLVKEHWZHHQWKHµGHVHUYLQJSRRU¶ZKR
ZHUHFDSDEOHRIEHLQJKHOSHGE\FKDULW\DQGWKHµXQGHVHUYLQJSRRU¶ZKRVKRXOGEH
left to the less tender mercies of the Poor Law.  They wanted to be able to cooperate 
with Boards of Guardians in order to keep the two groups separate.  However, the 
H[SDQVLRQRIVWDWHZHOIDUHSURYLVLRQPHDQWWKDWDJURZLQJQXPEHURIWKHµGHVHUYLQJ¶
poor were likely to receive assistance from public agencies and this led to a very 
different view of the role which voluntary organisations might play in the development 
of welfare provision.90 
These new ideas affected the development of social thought inside and 
outside the Charity Organisation Society.  As José Harris and others have shown, 
the COS was prepared to cooperate with other agencies in the provision of statutory 
benefits and services, but it often did so with a certain amount of ill-grace.  During 
the 1880s and 1890s the COS supported the establishment of public works schemes 
for unemployed workers, but only when the schemes were administered under its 
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control.91  After 1906, the London COS also played a key role in the development 
RIWKH&KLOGUHQ¶V&DUH&RPPLWWHHVZKLFKZHUHVHWXSE\WKH/RQGRQ&RXQW\&RXQFLO
to supervise the provision of free school meals under the Education (Provision of 
Meals) Act.92  However, this did not prevent leading members of the Society from 
condemning the introduction of free school meals as a gross assault on the principle 
of parental responsibility, and when the Care Committees were established, COS 
members used their position to HQVXUHWKDWWKHIRRGSURYLGHGµZDVRIVXFKD
FKDUDFWHUDVWRFRQVWLWXWHLQLWVHOIDGHILQLWHWHVWRIQHHG¶.93 
Although the COS felt that it had little option other than to cooperate with 
State agencies in circumstances where they had already taken the decision to 
expand the benefits of State provision, other agencies, such as the Guilds of Help 
and the Councils of Social Welfare, were much more positive.94  These organisations 
often used similar methods to the COS ± they also emphasised the importance of 
individual casework and the links between middle-FODVVµKHOSHUV¶DQGWKHLUZRUNLQJ-
FODVVµFOLHQWV¶± but they showed a much greater understanding of the economic 
causes of poverty and were more sympathetic to the expansion of State-sponsored 
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solutions to it.95  As a result, they not only represented a significant departure from 
WKHµROG¶SKLODQWKURS\RIWKH&KDULW\2UJDQLVDWLRQ6RFLHW\EXWDOVRDQWLFLSDWHGWKH
GHYHORSPHQWRIWKHµQHZSKLODQWKURS\¶ZKLFKDFKLHYHGLWVIXOOIORZHULQJGXULQJWKH
interwar years.96 
 
4. Conclusion 
 
$V-RVp+DUULVREVHUYHGLQµZULWHUVRQVRFLDOTXHVWLRQVRIWHQUHIHUWR³VRFLDO
SROLF\´DVWKRXJKLWZHUHDSHFXOLDULW\RIPRGHUQRUDGYDQFHGVRFLHWLHVEXWWKLVYLHZ
is misplaced.  All political regimes have social policies of some kind, even if such 
policies consist simply in leaving the pursuit of welfare to the family or the local 
FRPPXQLW\RUWKHFRUSRUDWLRQRUWKHPDUNHW¶97  One important dimension of this is 
the question of how far needs should be met by state provision, and how far they 
should be met by private charity.  This chapter has tried to examine how the 
boundary between statutory and voluntary provision changed, in the specific context 
of the relief of poverty and destitution, between circa 1750 and 1914.  At the 
beginning of this period, a growing number of commentators began to argue that 
more emphasis should be placed on the importance of voluntary provision, and that 
the provision of welfare by public agencies should be sharply curtailed.  This led to a 
significant increase in the relative importance of the role played by charity in the 
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relief of poverty in many parts of the country after 1834.  However, by the early 
years of the twentieth century, it was widely accepted that the state would have to 
play a greater role in welfare provision, and voluntary organisations became 
increasingly concerned with the question of how far they could find a role for 
themselves in the new world which was beginning to emerge. 
These issues became increasingly important after 1914.  The First World War 
generated a new sense of entitlement on the part of those in need of state welfare, 
and the rise of mass unemployment after 1918 forced the state to accept a much 
greater responsibility for welfare provision.  The voluntary sector was also forced to 
reconsider its position.  Although voluntary organisations continued to play an 
important part in meeting general relief needs, especially during the 1920s, they also 
began to argue that their most important role was not to provide an alternative to 
state welfare, but to complement it by offering services for which the state had not 
\HWWDNHQUHVSRQVLELOLW\$V*'+&ROHH[SODLQHGLQDIWHUµWKHROG
Charity Organisation Society case against outdoor relief simply went by default; and 
all thHYROXQWDU\FKDULWLHVKDGWRDFFRPPRGDWHWKHPVHOYHV«WRWKHFKDQJHG
VLWXDWLRQ¶98  Elizabeth Macadam tried to reflect this in her book, The new 
philanthropy.  She argued that the voluntary sector should use its ability to provide a 
µPRUHIOH[LEOHFORVHO\-individualised and highly-VSHFLDOLVHG¶VHUYLFHWRGHYHORS
VFKHPHVµZKLFKDUHH[SHULPHQWDODQGRILQVXIILFLHQWO\-recognised value to have yet 
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DFTXLUHGDFODLPRQWKHVWDWH¶DQGWREULQJµSUHVVXUHWREHDURQWKHVWDWHWRDPHQG
existing and introduce fresh prRYLVLRQIRUVRFLDOQHHGV¶99 
Many of these issues have resurfaced in more recent debates about the role 
of the state and the relationship between the statutory and voluntary sectors.  During 
the 1970s and 1980s, there was renewed argument about the threat oIµZHOIDUH
GHSHQGHQF\¶DQGWKHQHHGWRUHLQYLJRUDWHµFLYLOVRFLHW\¶E\SODFLQJJUHDWHUUHOLDQFHRQ
the voluntary sector, and PDQ\RIWKHVHDUJXPHQWVKDYHFRQWLQXHGXQGHUµ1HZ
/DERXU¶100  However, whereas earlier debates focused on what Beveridge called the 
µPRYLQJIURQWLHU¶EHWZHHQFKDULW\DQGVWDWHZHOIDUH101 this frontier has become 
increasingly blurred as governments have explored new ways of delivering public 
services through voluntary agencies.102 
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